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To See the World: Divine Arts of Imagination 

May 2021 

 

Good morning.  

 

A good, glorious, stunning, flowering May morning to you. 

 

Daffodils, lilies, peonies, phlox, rhododendron, lithadora, tulips, lilac, cherry blossom, 

crocuses… just to name a few of the flowers that are gracing—or have recently graced—

our portion of planet Earth this Spring. 

 

Let us bow to flowers: to their beauty, their fragility, their inspirational call to us to abide 

the old saying:  “Stop and smell the roses.”  

 

It is a short metaphorical leap to realize that we are all flowers:  Blooming in our season, 

alive in the sun and rain, rooted to the Earth, transient.  

 

I considered calling this sermon “Two Truths and a Lie” for reasons that will become 

clearer.  

 

Rather, this sermon finds its inspiration in the first two lines of William Blake’s poem 

“Auguries of Innocence,” which we sang this morning as a hymn: 

 

To see a world in a grain of sand, 

And a heaven in a wild flower… 

 

Blake’s poem goes on for nearly three dozen stanzas, and I invite you all to read it on 

your own, but this morning we’ll simply play around with these lines. 

 

Blake is an interesting character—a poet, painter, seer, prophet—who for me serves as a 

metaphorical bridge between the various “ism schisms” between and among humanism, 
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naturalism, theism, atheism—because one of Blake’s passions was to link science and 

religion.  His great crusade was for capital-I “Imagination” and, as he wrote, “The 

Imagination is not a State; it is the Human Existence itself” and that he knew “no other 

Gospel than the liberty both of body and mind to exercise the Divine Arts of Imagination, 

Imagination, the real and eternal World of which this Vegetable Universe is but a faint 

shadow.” 

 

That is such a fantastical twist—that Imagination is the quote “real and eternal World.”  

 

So we’ll take Blake at his word—in his poem—and play with our Imaginations: “To see 

a world in a grain of sand.” 

 

This flower-rich town is bordered in part by sand. Let’s imagine that you’re at your 

favorite Sequim beach; reach down in your Imagination and grab a handful of sand. 

Move your body toward the Strait and enter the water. It’s bracing, but you can tolerate 

it. Now let that handful of sand pour from your hand back into the water, like sand 

spilling from a leaking hourglass. Look at your palm. There’s still sand sticking to your 

skin, so clap your hands a few times. Most of the grains fall off, but not all.  

 

Now do something that you’ve never done before: lick your sandy palm. Rub your 

tongue against the roof of your mouth and feel those last hard pieces of grit. Maybe a few 

dozen grains. They feel bigger than they looked in your palm. Use your tongue to cull the 

herd and spit them out until you have isolated a single grain of sand in your mouth.  

 

From the near-infinite grains of sand in the world, on your favorite beach in your 

hometown, on a flowering spring Sunday, you are in the great waters of the earth and 

hold a world on your tongue.  

 

This is called a miracle.  
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Similar to the improbable miracle of your conception and your unique, blessèd 

consciousness.  

 

Close your eyes and think of that line, “To see a world in a grain of sand,” and realize 

that there are multiple ways to see.  This is a key point: There are multiple ways to see. 

One powerful way is through Imagination. 

 

As you play with that single grain of sand between your tongue and the roof of your 

mouth, realize you are seeing by touch. Nobody but you can see or feel your world, sort 

of like Dr. Seuss’s large-eared elephant Horton, who could hear a world nobody else 

could hear.   

 

This world on your tongue is yours.  

 

Just like your life is yours.  

 

Imagine that world as perfect as you please.  

 

Now we’re going to do something that you don’t do everyday:  Collect some saliva, 

guide that worldly grain into the middle of the spit, and swallow.  

 

Presto.  

 

You now have a perfect world inside you.  You can move back onto the beach, back 

home, with your minute secret inside:  A world. You swallowed a Blakean world, and 

like an oyster with some grit, you’re free to make a pearl.  

 

They say there are two types of parents in the world:  Those with children who eat sand 

and those who don’t. As the father of twins, I am twice the former, and watched amused 

and bemused as my beautiful babies ate mouthful after mouthful. They took the earth in, 

literally.  I watched and wondered and finally decided to try it myself. Mouthfuls of sand 
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are definitely for the very young.  Regardless, my daughters ate and ate. One day at the 

playground they had a feast, pushing their open-mouthed faces into the sandbox, their 

mouths stuffed, their faces covered. “You better watch out for cat poop,” a wise mother 

told me….  

 

Fast forward to when I called my wife to the changing table as a witness:   there, nestled 

in the diapers, were two perfectly formed sand turds. And weirdly white. I saved them 

and sent them, in separate baggies, to my glass-blower cousin and commissioned him to 

create twin sand-timers.  

 

[Show two sand-timers to the congregation.]   

 

Metaphors for life itself, for process, for play, for the passage of time. They work by 

gravity-feed and look weirdly liquid though they are most definitely solid. They are 

pregnant with meaning.  

 

[Pause] 

 

Nobody likes to be lied to, and I wish that story were all true. I fibbed that bit about my 

cousin being a glass blower. These timers are just cheap parts from mass-produced board 

games.  Nothing special; there are millions of them out there.  But invest a little 

imagination, and they take on special import.  Import not unlike the world we swallowed 

earlier.  Import because we imagine import; import because they become part of the 

story.  

 

Our story.  

 

Our story that is created—often a bedazzling act of Divine Imagination.  

 

The story of God, perhaps? Or not God? Or of the mystical realities just beyond this one?  
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It is said that Blake and his wife would sit naked in their garden, reciting passages from 

Paradise Lost, playing Adam and Eve.  

 

Not pretending, mind you, playing.  

 

Holy play.  

 

There is a famous quote by novelist Tim O’Brien, “Just because it didn’t happen, doesn’t 

mean it isn’t true.”  Given the world’s news these days, I often wish the reverse were 

true:  Just because NPR reported it, doesn’t mean it actually happened.  

 

[Pause] 

 

I have a friend from South Africa who was living in Port Townsend a few years back for 

as long as her visa would allow.  

 

She’s a poet and photographer and has a gift for focusing and framing the world. As an 

outsider to our country and town, she took fascinated pleasure in things most of us don’t 

even notice anymore.  Such as mailboxes.  She takes photographs of our mailboxes. She 

especially loves those mailboxes that are decorated or painted or bashed up or, best of all, 

are used as a sculpture.  

 

You know the ones, where the door to the box is the mouth of a dog or fish.  

 

Anyway, one day she was listening to the news, whatever horrible news it was, and 

became enraged, disappointed, and, worst of all, hopeless.  

 

She could not bear to stay alone in her cottage, so she took off walking with her 

camera… Walking with a purpose.  
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Walking to walk out of herself, to walk off the disappointment and hopelessness, to walk 

to exhaust brain and body, to forget the body and be simply walker, to cease thinking in 

sentences and concepts and become only walking. To be a fluid vessel for walking and to 

walk nowhere in particular in a country that has allowed her to stay here only so long.  

 

And then the miracle occurred.  

 

Walking took her to exactly where she needed to be:  A massive yellow blooming peace 

sign.  

 

In Port Townsend, on the slope of a hill at the crossroads of two main arteries in town—

located a mile or less from a golf course, a veterinary clinic, a middle school, a taco 

truck, the food bank, an intentional community, a homeless camp, and a Unitarian 

Universalist fellowship—there is a giant peace sign planted with daffodils.  

 

The daffodils were in bloom and blending and breezing together—flower to flower to 

flower—creating a giant bright yellow peace sign that could be seen from a hot-air 

balloon, as well as anyone walking or rolling or driving or pedaling past. 

 

A bright yellow blooming, bold, miraculous, compassionate, non-verbal call for peace in 

a world seized and gripped and shuddering with so much pain… and so many problems. 

 

My friend stopped walking and saw the miracle—and the hopelessness melted away. “If 

someone has the vision to do this,” she told me later, “then truly there’s hope.” This from 

a woman who witnessed firsthand the pains of the impossible: the end of apartheid.  

 

This wasn’t the first time my friend had experienced the peace sign. When it was first 

plowed in preparation for planting she stopped to take a photograph. While her eye was 

to camera, a pickup truck rolled passed and a man’s voice bellowed:  “Are you going to 

send a copy to the terrorists?”  
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[pause] 

 

Earlier this morning we sang Blake’s words: 

 

“And a heaven in a wild flower.” 

 

What is heaven if not blooming peace, a peace so potent that it melts away despair and 

rekindles hope?  My friend walked home transformed, deeply moved, nourished.  

 

She experienced Heaven.  

 

And as beautiful as daffodils are, let’s imagine the yellow of the dandelion.  

 

Let’s stuff that peace sign teeming with the most abundant, resistant, resilient, obstinate, 

weedy wildflower we know.  

 

Let’s watch yellow turn to fluffy white and a stiff breeze lift ten billion weedy peace 

seeds—about as large as a grain of sand— to float on the trade winds, to land and root 

where peace is needed… which is to say:  Everywhere.   

 

[Blow the dandelion seeds.]   

 

Everywhere this world needs a heavenly peace that is Imaginative, wild, weedy, and hard 

to contain.  

 

Remember that truck that rumbled by, the one with the male voice calling out about 

terrorists?  

 

We can only wonder what stickers that truck had on its bumper.  It’s easy to imagine 

something like: “I Thought Socialism Was a Good Idea… Then I Turned 9” or “Can’t 

Feed ‘Em, Don’t Breed ‘Em.”  
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But let’s be generous and imagine it had one of those wise bumper stickers. Words so 

simple that even an early reader could sound them out:  “This is it.”  

 

You’ve likely seen that bumper sticker—it’s certainly very popular in my hometown. 

 

I love this bumper sticker because it puts everything into perspective.  

 

This—this sand, this flower, this camera, this mailbox, this insane news, this angry man, 

this sand timer, this dandelion fluff—is it.  

 

For humanists, and atheists, and naturalists, “This is it” is practically a manifesto.   

 

For Buddhists, “This is it,” is a breath—completely in the moment.  

 

This moment.  

 

The only moment. 

 

And for those of us imagining ourselves in the Strait of Juan de Fuca, about to swallow a 

grain of sand,  we think, “This is it,” and swallow the world whole.  

 

It is our world to live upon, to take in, to marvel at, to pass through.  

 

It is our world to plant flowers in, to live upon, to Imagine, to tell the truest lies.  

 

It is our world where strangers yell at us from passing trucks.  

 

It is our world to plow and plant, to frame and photograph.  

 

It is our world to make peace upon.  
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It is our world to gather, to build congregations and sanctuaries, to have worship services 

to remind us to stop and smell the roses.  

 

This is our world, where who knows how long ago the naked Blakes played Adam and 

Eve.  Where we could, this very afternoon, ignite our own Divine Imaginations.  

 

This is it—ours—now—filled beyond measure with worldly sand and heavenly 

wildflowers… worthy of our voices together in song.    

 

Amen. 
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To See the World: Divine Arts of Imagination 

 

In hymn #398 we sing lines from the mystic and visionary poet and artist William Blake: 

“To see the world in a grain of sand/and a heaven in a wildflower.”  The same Blake who 

proclaimed and practiced the “Divine Arts of Imagination.” In this spring season of 

blooming, inspired by a simple hymn, this sermon picks up a handful of sand, marvels at 

flowers, and imagines what worlds we can see. 

 

 


